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Photo-filmic images in contemporary 
visual culture
Over the last two decades studies on the interaction between the photographic and the filmic image 
became increasingly popular. This new orientation is partially based on the insight that the ontologi-
cal difference between film and photography, usually claimed by scholars of photography theory and 
film studies up to the 1990s, no longer holds in the digital era. With the advent of digital technology, 
the boundaries between the photographic and the filmic image are constantly blurred, both techni-
cally – in drawing on the same software and hardware engineering – and perceptively – in leaving 
the spectator in doubt of the (photographic or filmic) nature of the image. David Green, therefore, is 
right when he supposes that ‘the distinctions between the filmic and the photographic, between the 
moving and the still image […] will wither in the face of these profound shifts in the complex tech-
nology of the visual’ (Green 2006: 21).
Within this context, scholars in the fields of film theory (Bellour 2002, Stewart 1999, Mulvey 
2006), photography theory (Green and Lowry 2006, Baetens 2009), cultural studies (Burgin 2006) 
and, more recently, art history (e.g., Roman 2008) have gained a growing interest in the relationship 
between photography and film. A preliminary culmination of this development can be seen in David 
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Campany’s publication of the first reader on photography and cinema (Campany 2007) and in his 
first succinct survey of the topic (Campany 2008). All of these studies attempt to reconsider the hith-
erto usual distinction between the photograph as still and the film as moving image.
In this sense, film studies today concentrate on the role that photographic images play in film in 
terms of the construction of meaning as well as with regard to the perception of films. The following 
questions are stressed: what happens when photographs appear in a filmic narrative? Which is the rela-
tion between the single photograph as the basic unit of a film and the film as a whole? Finally, how do 
filmic techniques based on photographic material or photographic effects, such as the freeze frame, affect 
the perception of a film? Almost all of these studies focus on the occurrence of photographic images or 
effects within film in order to investigate the consequences for the filmic narration (Stewart 1999) and the 
effects on the spectator (Bellour 2002). Most of these studies argue that the sudden arrest of time in film 
caused by the appearance of photographic images allows the film ‘to image itself’ (Green 2006:19).
As photography interrupts the narrative flow of film, it gives the spectator the occasion ‘to stop 
and look and think’ (Mulvey 2002: 114), or to put it otherwise: to become a ‘pensive spectator’ 
(Bellour 2002). Catapulted out of the narrative, the spectator becomes aware of what she is looking 
at. Actually, self-reflexivity – ‘the film images itself’ – is one of the most popular arguments in the 
discourse about hybrid images, not only in film studies but also other fields such as photography 
theory and art history.
For the latter two disciplines, the concept of reflexivity is connected to medium specificity. 
Whereas modernist art critic and theorist Clement Greenberg holds that a particular medium has to 
be defined on the basis of its own features (which are unique to its nature), hybrid images belong to 
the category of the ‘post-medium’ (Krauss 2000) which puts into crisis the very idea of medium spe-
cificity. From this perspective, hybrid images are seen as a symptom of a crisis of the medium pho-
tography (Baker 2005) or even its obsolescence (Krauss 1999). The insight that ‘the perceptions of the 
differences between one medium and another may ultimately prove most important’ (Green 2004: 21) 
in order to define what, finally, a medium is, gave a new dialectical impulse to the discussion of 
medium specificity. At this point, digital crossovers between film and photography in artworks are 
supposed either to ‘generate a new mutated medium’ (Vanderbeeken 2009: 151) or to constitute a 
dialectical devise where one medium mirrors the other, ‘allowing the distancing of a practice and the 
questioning of its qualities’ (Roman 2008: 16).
Within these debates on reflexivity and medium specificity, social, historical and economic issues 
become increasingly more important. Basic impulses come from recent media theories, according to 
which a medium is not an autonomous entity manipulating, if not generating, a message by its spe-
cific physical and formal properties, but a ‘social practice’ (Williams 1977) of which the definition 
depends upon historical, social and economic contexts (Baetens 2009: 93). In this socio-historical 
perspective, it is commonly held that a medium is not defined by its own properties but always in 
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alliance with and in contrast to another medium by means of interaction, rivalry and mixed influ-
ences (Bolter and Grusin 1999). The consequences that arise from this, concerning the relationship 
between photography and film, have only been discussed in a very rudimentary manner and remain 
within the boundaries of the classical fields of disciplinary research where, as already mentioned, 
medium specificity and reflexivity are still crucial issues.
As a notable exception, Victor Burgin is one of the few authors discussing photo-filmic images not 
from a specific discipline’s point of view but in a general context of visual culture (Burgin 2006). According 
to him, a film is not only what one sees in cinema, but is perceived as a complex heterogeneous environ-
ment composed of the actual film, advertising images, trailers, photos, etc. – images which can be found 
in public space as well as in the mass media (television, glossy journals, the Internet, etc.). 
Terminological considerations
A certain discomfort can be observed in the terminological vagueness or ambiguity when hybrid 
images between photography and cinema, still images and moving images, are discussed. Bellour 
coined the term entre-image in order to define photographs appearing in film or freeze-frames as a 
physical and mental space of passages from the photographic to the filmic realm. For him video tech-
nology became the very agent between these realms for its capacity to stop and to repeat filmic 
images (Bellour 2002: 14). David Campany agrees with this position in saying that ‘in the presence of 
video photography began to lose this monopoly on stillness and immediacy’ (Campany 2003: 189). 
Both Bellour and Campany draw on an evolutionary model wherein photography becomes obsolete 
for the very reason that video technology takes over its most significant characteristics and functions. 
In this light it is significant that Campany’s reader, which aims to survey the history of relationships 
between the moving and the still image in photography and film, has the title The Cinematic, thus 
emphasizing the pre-eminence of movement and film (Campany 2007).
Even if Green and Lowry’s term the ‘cinematic photograph’ (Green and Lowry 2009) is more 
appropriate to express the passages between photography and film, their definition (referring only to 
photographs staged and produced in order to imitate practices and production processes of cinema) 
might be too narrow for defining the photo-filmic image in general. In this regard, Victor Burgin’s 
concept of the ‘sequence-image’ is helpful. Whereas an image sequence is just a succession of still 
images in order to evoke movement or narration, the sequence-image consists of filmic and photo-
graphic fragments we encounter in our everyday environment and which intermingle in the mental 
space of perception and recollection (Burgin 2006: 21).
Placing too great an emphasis on one specific medium (cinematic, cinematic photograph), being too 
vague (entre-image) or referring mainly to an environmental, psychological space of perceptions and 
recollections (sequence-image): none of these terms is an appropriate designation of hybrid images 
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which are structurally both/neither photographic and/nor filmic. In order to focus deliberately on the 
hybrid character of the image itself and to avoid a hierarchical concept favouring one medium over the 
other, it seems appropriate to call such hybrid images ‘photo-filmic’ images. Photo-filmic images are not 
images where photography and film are both present in their own right, mutually reflecting one another, 
but rather ‘multi-mediating pictures’ (Van Gelder and Westgeest 2009) in the sense that the shift involved 
from the one medium to another is not a complete one. They layer, if not amalgamate, structures of 
existing media (photography and film) in order to provide new images of and on the world. 
Desiderata and new perspectives
In consideration of the fact that, notwithstanding the growing interest in the relationship between pho-
tography and film, no study exists on photo-filmic images as a general cultural phenomenon including 
all domains of image production such as art, cinema, and the mass media; a research project which 
distinguishes the different functions and uses of these images according to diverging contexts and uses 
is urgently needed. Symptomatic of this gap are images that combine still (photographic) and moving 
(filmic) elements, which are completely ignored in most of the studies on digital technology – even 
though it was digital technology that led to an explosion of such photo-filmic images. Thus, technolo-
gies and computer programs conceived for the production of photo-filmic images such as morphing, 
imovie, photosynth, etc. are not only omnipresent in popular media culture, since they are available for 
every well-equipped computer user, but furthermore occur more and more in artistic productions where 
they are used as tools to reflect on questions of visuality in general and the mass-media minded society 
in particular. Morphing, for instance, a technique used to create on the basis of still – often photo-
graphic – images a fluent change from one face into another (e.g., James Cameron, Terminator 2, 1991), 
is not only a common special effect in science fiction cinema. It is also used by artists as a critical meta-
phor of post-human fantasies (Frank Theys, Technocalyps, 2006: see also Streitberger 2007), by pop 
stars in video clips to visually accompany their music (Fat Boy Slim, The Rockafella Skank, 1998), by 
Internet bricoleurs to create an amusing visual pun for diffusion on YouTube (Michael Jackson’s Face, 
2009), and, last but not least, by criminologists to reconstruct the physical appearance of criminals.
Even if it is widely accepted that the profound shifts in the complex technology of the visual 
caused by the digital evolution challenge the traditional distinctions between the filmic and the pho-
tographic, there is no comprehensive study yet on the very consequences of this shift concerning the 
changed conditions of the production, the presentation, the use and the reception of photo-filmic 
images. Actually, most studies on the relationship of photographic and filmic images still stick to a 
position that, firstly, tackles the photo-filmic as a mere conjuncture of two existing, principally distin-
guishable mediums (viz. photography and film) and, secondly, stays within the boundaries of disci-
plinary research.
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We therefore plead for a comparative, interdisciplinary approach that takes into account the 
photo-filmic as a phenomenon of contemporary visual culture as a whole. From this point of view, 
photo-filmic images not only entail a profound shift in our contemporary visual culture but, more 
specifically, are at the very heart of these changes in terms of the production, the use, and the per-
ception of images.
Concrete steps towards a substantial study of photo-filmic representations could be:
A comprehensive data collection constituting an archive of photo-filmic images• 
Surveys amongst producers, users, and consumers of photo-filmic images considering the diverg-• 
ing contexts of their destination and reception
Evaluation of the discourses on the photo-filmic including scientific studies in different disciplines • 
such as art history, photographic theory, film studies, visual culture studies, computer science as 
well as ‘popular’ debates (newspapers, the Internet), and journalistic and practice-oriented dis-
cussions in professional journals and accounts/papers of (software) producers.
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